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Charity Baseball Game Raises
Money for Children’s Specialized

By MICHAEL J POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – For 12-year-old Dan
Berke, an overly gaudy Bar Mitzvah
celebration wouldn’t carry enough
weight. Neither, for that matter, would
a clichéd mitzvah project.

Mitzvah, in Hebrew, corresponds to
“commandments” that relate to Jew-
ish moral conduct. Synonymous with
good deeds, mitzvot (plural) are asked
of those members of the temple who,
as they turn 13, become men (or
women) in the eyes of the religion.

“I didn’t want to be like everyone
else,” Dan, who will be Bar
Mitzvah’ed January 13, 2007, said.

A baseball enthusiast, Dan arrived
at the idea for his mitzvah project as
his mother drove him to a youth base-
ball game.

Initially, his mother, Meg, sug-
gested collecting new or gently used
sports equipment and donating it to
inner-city youth, “but Dan wanted to
do something different,” she said.

That’s when Dan opted for a baseball
game, played with friends, which would
raise money for sick children in the area.

“I was impressed,” she added. “It
was a great idea. And it came from
him. A lot of parents guide their kids.
We are very proud of him.”

Soon after coming up with the con-
cept, Dan undertook the responsibility
of collecting donations and was instantly
successful, garnering contributions from
Signature Moments (in the form of a
Whitey Ford picture), Bagel Chateau,
Dunkin’ Donuts, Manhattan Bagel, Fal-
con Printing, Boogies Tickets ($25 gift
certificate), Starbucks, Rialto Theater,
Shop Rite, Stop ‘N Shop and Costco.

Ferraro’s offered assistance and
Brick Oven offered a lunch special for
two. “I even received pictures of Nets
players and agility sessions offered by
a personal trainer,” Dan noted.

At the event, held at Gumbert Field,
attendees won prizes from raffles and
a silent auction. Next to the conces-
sion stands, people donated money in
jars, and each player- 24 in total- gave
$20 each. In total, Dan raised $1,750,
surprising even himself.

“I was really excited about the turn-
out,” he said. “It was better than I ex-
pected. Everyone was extremely gen-
erous. My grandma pledged $15 for
every run and my aunt donated $500.”

Dan, who plays on Westfield’s travel-
ing B team, asked his friends to play and
make up the two teams. “They viewed it
as another chance to play baseball.”

A true family affair, when compli-
cations with scheduling arose, Dan’s
dad, Evan, agreed to umpire. “It was
great,” Mr. Berke said. “He’s a terrific
kid. I did the umpiring and I know all
the parents. I got some razzing from
them. A couple e-mailed me and said,
‘I don’t know about your eyesight,
Evan.’ It was all in good fun.”

At the insistence of his two travel
coaches, Dan played left field, first
base, third base and pitched through-
out the game.

A first baseman by trade, Dan, a
Mets fan, said he models his game
after New York’s Carlos Delgado.
Furthering cementing his love for the
Mets, the organization responded to
several inquiries from the youngster
by supplying six tickets.

A friend since third grade and a
current classmate, TJ Lutz played on
Dan’s team and helped deliver paper-
work to potential businesses that

might donate. He said, however,
counting the money raised “was the
most exciting thing.” He noted that
the event was “well organized” and
“congratulated (Dan) for doing a great
job.”

TJ’s father, Tom, who assistant
coached, said the event was “awe-
some. I hope they do it annually. It
was a real tearjerker.”

Mr. Lutz added, “If you step back,
when you see kids truly helping other
kids, it’s a real feeling of satisfaction.
Everyone pulled together.”

Dan’s team ended up losing 10-5.
Teams were picked at random with
names drawn from a hat. “The score
was 2-1 after three innings, then the
other guys just poured it on.”

All the proceeds Dan attained will
be directed to Children’s Specialized
Hospital in Mountainside. He chose
the hospital because he thought “more
people would (be apt to) donate to a
local charity and it would urge them
to donate more. I know a lot of people
who go there. I was considering a
leukemia fund but the fund I chose is
focused on lots of different things.”

He said the hospital typically puts
the money toward medical supplies,
but Dan will work to make sure the
money is earmarked for “something
child-based.” He envisions adorning
the waiting room with a TV, comfort-
able chairs, video games or toys.

Dan attends Temple Sha’arey Sha-
lom in Springfield and said “half” of
the project’s timing has to do with the
High Holidays and the stress on char-
ity.

He cited his cantor, Amy Daniels,
as “the most enthusiastic person” at
his temple. She helped point Dan in
the right direction and indicated busi-
nesses who’d be willing to help out.

Mrs. Berke noted that her son “did
a tremendous job. He took it seri-

ously and worked hard to contact
people. He did it on his own accord.
He reached out to stores and organi-
zations. He really did a wonderful
job. When he initially came up with
the idea it wasn’t on as grand (of) a
scheme as it ended up.”

Saying “kids that age don’t have a
lot of opportunity to do things for
other people,” she noted how satisfy-
ing it was to watch her son take on the
challenge.

Mr. Berke added that Dan “raised a
lot of money. It’s amazing when you
do nice things, how much support
you’ll find.”

He also said the Berke family will
consider doing a charity game every
year but rotate the charity. “It’s a win-
win for everyone,” he said.

“When it comes from a 12-year-
old (who approaches things) in a sin-
cere way, people will sponsor and
give,” Mr. Berke said. “It’s a terrific
learning experience and it was very
heartwarming for me.”

KIDS ON DECK...For his mitzvah project, 12-year-old Dan Berke, second from right,
front row, organized a charity baseball game to benefit Children’s Specialized Hospital.

Cheap Trick Still Going
Strong at Music Fest ’06

By CHRISTIE STORMS
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

AREA— Long before MTV, way
back when albums were released on
vinyl records, there was a rock band
from Illinois called Cheap Trick.
Thirty-three years later, in a world
where music is broadcast via satellite
radio and downloaded to iPods and
MP3 players, there is still Cheap Trick.
And last week,
Cheap Trick took the
stage as headliners
before the large
crowd at Union
County’s Music Fest
’06 concert at
Nomahegan Park in
Cranford.

Concertgoers of
all ages were on
their feet as the vet-
erans of rock served
up a mix of classic
fan favorites such
as “I Want You to
Want Me,” “Surren-
der” and “Dream
Police” along with
new songs, includ-
ing the well-re-
ceived “Come On
Come On Come
On” and “Welcome
to the World” from
their recently released Rockford CD.

In a phone interview with The
Westfield Leader and The Times, char-
ismatic and quirky guitarist Rick
Nielsen reflected on the band’s stay-
ing power and revealed that even after
three successful decades, he still
doesn’t consider himself a rock star.

“Rock stars are guys who think
they’re cool,” he said. “I’m recog-
nized in the rock business. I’m inter-
esting, I think. I’m eccentric…But
cool? You’ve got to be yourself. If you
have to think about it all the time and
always look the ‘rock star,’ it’s like oh
brother, that’s too much work.”

Sporting one of his trademark base-
ball caps during the concert, Nielsen,
57, was constantly in motion, display-
ing boundless energy whether execut-
ing vigorous guitar solos or joking with
the crowd between songs. He employed
several guitars from his extensive col-
lection, including one created in his
own likeness and a five-neck model
that he recently shared with TV host
Conan O’Brien during an appearance

on his late-night talk show.
Nielsen said he doesn’t feel Cheap

Trick has changed or really gotten
any better through the years. He in-
stead heaped praise on his band mem-
bers’ maintenance of their original
inherent talents and abilities.

“People ask how we’ve progressed,
but I think we just started out pretty
good,” he said. “Robin (Zander) can sing

heavy stuff or beautiful ballads….And
Tom (Petersson) invented the 12-string
bass…And then Bun E. (Carlos) is like
a drum encyclopedia.”

“I’m the only real slouch in the
band,” Nielsen joked. “That’s why
they’ve got me doing interviews.”

Nielsen seems to be viewed as any-
thing but a slouch by those in the music
industry who have called upon his tal-
ents again and again. His songwriting
and guitar-playing prowess can currently
be heard on television themes from “That
70’s Show” and “The Colbert Report,”
both performed by Cheap Trick, as well
as a collaborative effort with other artists
on ESPN’s “Monday Night Football.”

“If you know the character Steven
Colbert is on his show, it’s like ‘I
Want You to Want Me,’ the egotistical
crazy person that he is,” Nielsen ex-
plained with a chuckle. “But he didn’t
want to use that one and asked if we’d
be interested in doing something. So
we put together a thing for him.”

Nielsen marveled at being asked to
work with other renowned musicians

for the Monday Night Football theme.
“Little Steven from Bruce

Springsteen’s band likes Cheap Trick
a lot, and he was doing this thing with
Hank Williams Jr. and wanted to know
if I’d do it,” Nielsen said.

He described being star-struck him-
self when he flew down to Orlando to
work on the piece with Joe Perry,
Charlie Daniels, Clarence Clemens

and Little Rich-
ard, among oth-
ers.

“When Little
Richard came
into the room, I
was like, ‘This is
the stuff!’”
Nielsen said. “It
was really just a
one-minute ditty
that was fun to
play, and we did
a video for it. I’m
glad I got in-
vited.”

In recent years,
Cheap Trick has
also reportedly
enjoyed the free-
dom of running
their own label,
Cheap Trick Un-
limited/Big 3
Records.

“We’ve been around long enough,
and now we don’t have anybody pres-
suring us into doing something we
don’t want to do,” Nielsen said. “Good
or bad, we sink or swim with it rather
than saying, ‘Oh, that damn record
company!’”

Watching Cheap Trick’s powerful
Music Fest performance, highlighted
by Nielsen’s frenetic energy and
singer Zander’s continued ability to
hold a single note for a remarkable
period of time, such as during “The
Flame,” it can be hard to fathom that
some band members are not only
parents, but grandparents now.

Nielsen believes it’s the band’s pas-
sion for what they’re doing that keeps
them going strong.

“I just like to play,” he said. “The
traveling I could do without, but since I
don’t get many requests to play in my
house, we have to go on the road to do it.”

If the thunderous applause and encore
requests at Music Fest were any indica-
tion, it appears Cheap Trick fans new
and old are glad they still come around.

Mount Saint Mary
Reveals Art Auction

AREA – The Mount Saint Mary
Academy Alumnae Association An-
nual Art Auction will take place on
Saturday, September 30. A preview
will begin at 7 p.m., with the auction
following at 8 p.m.

Admission is $10. Proceeds from
the show, by Marlin Art of Deer Park,
N.Y., will benefit the Sister Mary
Alphonsus Alumnae Scholarship
Fund.

For more information, or tickets,
please call the Alumnae Office at
(908) 757-0108, extension no. 4535.
Tickets also will be available at the
door. Mount Saint Mary Academy is
located at 1645 U.S. Highway 22,
West, in Watchung.
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FLAME ON…The band Roman Candle performs at Music Fest ’06, presented by
the Union County Board of Chosen Freeholders on September 16 in Nomahegan
Park in Cranford.


